The main concern of most researchers in the field of second and foreign language teaching is lessening the problems and eliminating the hinders on the way of learning a language. Writing is considered as one of the most challenging and complicated tasks for learners to perform particularly when they have to write in a second or foreign language. Numerous studies were done on the importance of the pre-writing stage and activities which are directly and indirectly related to the theme of the writing. Accordingly, the main aim of this study was to examine the effects of group discussion as a pre-activity task on writing ability. To this aim, 27 Iranian EFL learners, who were at the same levelintermediate-studying at Shokuh and Safir Institutes, Birjand, Iran were chosen randomly. Two groups-one control and one experimental group-were studied. In control group the conventional method was used in teaching writing, while in experimental group, group discussion pre-activity task was administered. After 16 sessions, the obtained data of the pretests and posttests was analyzed by SPSS software. According to the results, researcher strongly concluded that group discussion has no significant effect on writing ability of Iranian intermediate learners. This study can help teachers and syllabus designers in choosing and applying an effective pre-activity task.
Introduction
Writing is considered as one of the most challenging and complicated tasks for learners to perform particularly when they have to write in a second or foreign language. All of us may experience it when we start to write about something, we face a lot of difficulties especially in the very beginning. In another words, writing is not only to put our pen on paper and place the words in their right place. In fact, writing is difficult for students as it demands other linguistic, cognitive and metacognitive strategies to be used (Rao, 2007) . Furthermore, Pishghadam and Ghanizadeh (2006) proposed that although students pass several years in writing classes, still they have a lot of problems in the process of writing.
On the other hand, the importance and necessity of writing skill is clear for all teachers and researchers as it enables them to think critically, organize their opinions, and finally to compose what they have in their mind. Rao (2007) indicated the importance of writing in this way, "Writing has always been regarded as an important skill in the teaching and learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL). On the one hand, it stimulates thinking, compels students to concentrate and organize their ideas, and cultivates their ability to summarize, analyze, and criticize. On the other hand, it reinforces learning in, thinking in, and reflecting on the English language" (p.100).
It is believed that most students have difficulty in the very beginning of writing (Mousapour negari, 2011) . All the time, students express their complaints that they cannot organize their thoughts and write about something engrossing and relevant to the topic. Although teachers are aware of these problems, they cannot find suitable techniques to eliminate students' obstacles in the processes of writing (Rao, 2007) . Before starting to write, as Pishghadam and Ghanizadeh (2006) suggested, students need more preparations and exercises to overcome the difficulties of writing. As a result, teachers should pay more attention on prewriting stage. Recently, a large number of studies are done to examine the effects of prewriting tasks on writing ability. The term 'pre-writing' has two different meanings. It can mean the stage Flourishing Creativity & Literacy before children learn writing, which is referred to as hand skills. The other meaning, which is the concern of this study, relates to a pre-activity like group discussion.
Using group discussion is a pre-activity task which is known as collaborative learning, cooperative learning, peer learning, group learning, formal learning groups, and study teams (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1991) . Using group discussion as a pre-activity task means setting up some cooperative groups of students in class and asking them to discuss a specific topic with each other. Johnson and Johnson and Holubec (1998) defined a cooperative group as "a group whose members are committed to a common purpose of maximizing each other's learning" (p.72).
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Writing Skill
According to Chastain (1988) "Writing is a basic communication skill and a unique asset in the process of learning a second language. Producing a successful written text is a task which requires simultaneous control over a number of language systems." (p. 244) Many scholars believe that teaching writing should be in a way that stimulates student output and only then should generate teacher response and conferencing (e.g Reid, 1993 ).
According to Widdowson (1983) , writing is an interactive process of negotiation. However, providing a coherent and cohesive piece of writing is difficult since, as Zamel (1987) states, writing has a complex, recursive and non-linear nature requiring a variety of micro-skills. This might be a reason why there is no agreement among second language scholars over the best approach to teach or learn it.
A considerable body of literature on L2 writing (e.g. Kern & Schultz, 1992; East, 2008; Zamel, 1987) challenges the product approach and, instead, focuses on the process-oriented view. Based on Zamel (1983) , researchers have found that the investigation of students' written products do not demonstrate much about their instructional needs. That is why they are now exploring writing behaviors, which can offer insight into how to teach it. In this view, what is required is the implementation of a supportive environment in which L2 learners are encouraged to take risk and get engaged in creating meaning.
In addition, the negotiation on assessment practice is indicative of the conflict between two main approaches towards writing. According to East (2008) , "one view is influenced by knowledge-based approaches that favor the static assessment of writing. The advocates of this view use tests that produce a snapshot of the L2 test takers' writing ability and measure knowledge of key components. They emphasize the discriminatory power of the test to predict future success. The other view is affected by the process-oriented approach that focuses on dynamic assessment, which is more learner-centered. Based on this view, the proficiency construct of communicative writing is as an authentic reflection of writing as process." (p. 37)
Pre-writing Activities
Starting writing is a problem for many, especially young writers. Tompkins (2001) points out that the most neglected stage is the pre-writing stage. Blackburn-Brockman (2001) signalizes that many pre-service teacher education students in a composition methods course confess they did not prewrite seriously in middle and high school, and that many did not pre-write at all. However, it is an important phase in the writing process frequently overlooked by beginning writers. Thorne (1993) indicates that prewriting is the most important skill to emphasize and practice extensively in basic writing classes. She describes basic writers as almost universally neglecting prewriting activities. She suggests some guidelines for teaching prewriting effectively.
The term 'pre-writing' has two different meanings. It can mean the stage before children learn writing, which is referred to as hand skills. The other meaning, which is the concern of this study, relates to pre-activities like pre-questioning, using visual aids, and group discussion.
As the researcher believes, the schema theory which was explained in details in the pre-writing part of this chapter is also directly related to pre-writing activities as well. This claim is mentioned because the ultimate goal of using prewriting activities is activating or developing students' background knowledge to write more successfully. Therefore, the researcher refers you to the information presented in the pre-reading part of this chapter and does not replicate those aforementioned ideas on schema theory, background knowledge and so on.
Group Discussion
Cooperative learning is one strategy for group instruction which is under the learner-centered approach. Therefore, some of the definitions, perceptions, and studies done in this area are presented in this part as well. To begin, it is worth mentioning that many educators express different the definitions of cooperative learning. For example, Slavin (1995) defines cooperative learning as "an instructional program in which students work in small groups to help one another master academic content." Brown (1994) says that "Cooperative learning involves students working together in pairs or groups, and they share information .They are a team whose players must work together in order to achieve goals successfully." In addition, Kessler (1992) proposes the definition of cooperative learning particularly in language learning context. He mentions that "Cooperative learning is a within-class grouping of students usually of differing levels of second/foreign language proficiency, who learn to work together on specific tasks or projects in such a way that all students in the group benefit from the interactive experience."
According to Johnson (2005) , cooperation is not assigning an activity to a group of students where one student does all the work and the others put their names on the paper. On the contrary, cooperative learning is a teaching strategy in (p.194) In addition, Nuttal (1982) also claims that discussion promotes the active struggle with the text and students learn the processes of critical thinking that good readers use. Group work is ideal, because in small groups, even the weaker students should be active and attend the teaching and learning process. The procedure works in almost every level, and discussion can be in their mother tongue, if students cannot manage it in the foreign language.
Some of the scholars and researchers suggest different techniques and guidelines for better performing of groupdiscussion activity. For instance, some of them (Emdin, 2010; Larson, 2000; Mitchell, 2010) believe that classroom discussions must be practiced at the beginning of each school year so students will have a clear understanding of what is expected of them. They also add that the teacher must set the discussion expectations, and the students must understand that they are responsible for their own learning. Also, teachers must provide ownership to each learner's comment after he or she has spoken. They also mention that the teacher should build a classroom environment in which all are equal participants.
Some others (Larson, 2000; Mitchell, 2010) state that students must feel a high level of comfort before being able to communicate their views about a topic with their peers. They also suggest a solution. They say that the best way to facilitate this level of confidence is to allow students time to work in cooperative learning groups before having to speak in front of an entire room of their classmates. Teachers may supervise and observe these first few meetings before actively engaging as a participant in the discussions with the students. Once students are more comfortable with the discussion format, a whole group discussion can ensue which may give them the confidence to share different points of view.
Considering all aforementioned definitions, views, and studies done on writing skill, pre-activity tasks, and group discussion, research questions, study method, results, conclusion, etc. are mentioned in the following parts.
Research Question and Hypothesis
RQ. Does group discussion strategy as a pre-activity task have a significant effect on writing ability of Iranian intermediate EFL learners?
H0. Group discussion strategy as a pre-activity task has no significant effect on writing ability of Iranian intermediate EFL learners.
Method
Participants
The participants of this study are 27 Iranian EFL learners, who are at the same level -intermediate-studying at Shokuh and Safir Institutes, Birjand, Iran. Their age range is among 16 to 25. Both male and female students were entered to this study. These participants were in two classes-13 participants in the control group and 14 participants in group discussion group. The specifications of these 27 participants are given in table 1. 
Instruments and Materials
In this part all instruments and materials which were used for conducting this research will be mentioned. The materials and instruments which used for carrying on this study are as follow. PBT and CBT (Computer-based Test) . By the way, PBT is still in use in some regions. TOEFL test integrates all four skills -reading, writing, speaking, and listening-to measure the overall skill of communicating in foreign language. In details, in a TOEFL test, the testee is subject to a reading test and has to read a text and answer a number of questions, a writing test and has to write properly about a certain topic, a listening test and has to listen to conversations and answer questions, and finally a speaking test and has to speak about a certain topic.
In this study, the researcher preferred to use a Paper-Based version of TOEFL taken from Longman Preparation Course for the TOEFL Test (the Paper Based Test) (Phillips, 2005) . As only intermediate students are involve in this study, at first, the researcher administered a TOEFL proficiency test to all participants to ensure that all of them met the intermediate level. Then, one TOEFL writing ability test was used at the outset of the study as the pre-test in both groups. This pre-test was also used to check the homogeneity of the participants and to ensure that their writing ability was also at the same level. Additionally, one TOEFL writing test was administered in these two groups at the end of treatment as the post-test. The readability scale was used to make sure that the tests are at the same level.
SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Science) Software
SPSS software is worldwide software which is used for statistical analysis to a great degree. All essential statistical analysis of this study was done by use of 20 th version of SPSS software. The data collected from TOEFL tests were analyzed by SPSS software.
Procedures
In this study, two groups-one control and one experimental group-were studied. In control group the conventional method was used, while in experimental group, group discussion pre-activity task was administered. Both groups met the same level -Intermediate. In each session, writing was taught based on this specific pre-activity task. In the first session, before performing any treatment, one pre-test of writing was administered in each group. Then, the treatments were conducted in 16 sessions. The levels of all tests were checked by readability scale which revealed that all tests were at the same level of difficulty. A TOEFL proficiency test was used to check the homogeneity of the participants. After that, the process of teaching was started and this pre-activity task was applied in the experimental group. In the last session, a writing ability test was administered in each of those two groups. The writing tests were corrected by two teachers. At the end, the obtained data of the tests was analyzed by SPSS software which are revealed in the next part.
Results
The purpose of this section is to answer the research question which is "Does group discussion strategy as a pre-activity task have a significant effect on writing ability of Iranian intermediate EFL learners?". To meet this aim, at first one independent sample t-test was employed to examine the homogeneity of groups. As displayed in table 2, mean score and standard deviation for discussion group are 7.5 and 1.1, respectively. On the other hand, mean score and standard deviations for control group are 6.5 and 1.4. As a result, these groups were similar and homogenous at the outset of the study. Next table tries to prove the same reality by use of inferential statistics. Table 4 tries to compare groups by use of descriptive statistics. As mean score and standard deviation for discussion group are 7.4 and 1.5 and for control group are 6.6 and 1.4, it can be concluded that these groups are not significantly different as also shown in next table. In table 5, df= 25, t= 1.4, and significant value is .171 which is more than .05. As a result, group discussion pre-activity does not affect significantly on writing ability. So the null hypothesis is accepted. In other words, group discussion as a pre-activity task has no significant effect on writing ability of Iranian intermediate EFL learners.
Discussion
Group discussion as a pre activity task has no significant effect on writing ability. As mentioned before, the unfulfilled effect of this pre-activity can be traced back in talking about other topics in groups or not participating appropriately in groups. The other reason for this failure is proposed by some researchers like Emdin, 2010; Larson, 2000; MarcumDietrich, 2010; Mitchell, 2010 . They believe that classroom discussions must be practiced at the beginning of each school year so students will have a clear understanding of what is expected of them. They also add that the teacher must set the discussion expectations, and the students must understand that they are responsible for their own learning.
Conclusion
As discussed in chapters one and two of this study, the main concern of most researchers in the field of second and foreign language teaching is lessening the problems and eliminating the hinders on the way of learning a language. Consequently, many researchers have found out that using pre-activities in the process of teaching second/foreign languages is helpful. Therefore, the main aim of this study was to examine the effects of group discussion as a preactivity task on writing ability. According to the obtained data of the previous sections, it can be strongly concluded that group discussion has no significant effect on writing ability.
